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This short art analysis paper accompanies an original video presentation produced by UTC 
undergraduate students, dedicated to the work of a contemporary artist and developed as part of ART 
4190r: Global Contemporary Art course in Spring 2021.  
Artist Paula Schaafhausen was born and raised in Maluafou, Samao. She 
studied a Masters’ in Fine Arts at the Elam School in the University of Auckland, New 
Zealand, where she currently resides. The artist references her cultural heritage 
through the re-appropriation of imagery, materials, techniques and visual narratives 
to engage with global issues. The artist personally claims to have ancestry that is 
both German, Scottish, and Samoan ancestry. Schaafhause explores issues of 
indigenous identity, language, culture and climate change. Schaafhausen refuses to 
abide by the complexities of the art world by keeping her work simple and easy to 
access. In this paper I will be discussing a brief background on the artist’s cultural as 
well as two pieces of artwork by the artist in close examination with Stuart Hall’s 
“Cultural Identity and Diaspora”.  Hall proposes at least two different ways of 
examining cultural identity, which I believe Schaffhausen’s work to be a perfect 
example for.   
In order to understand themes relating to culture and heritage in the artist’s 
work, I believe it is imperative to understand where that artist comes from. Samoa is 
country in the central South Pacific Ocean, among the westernmost of the island 
countries of Polynesia. It is believed that the earliest trace of human occupation of 
Samoa can be dated back to 1000 - 1050 BCE. Samoa has a deeply-rooted shared 
cultural traditions that expand across the boundaries of ocean. Samoan culture is 
central to Polynesian life, and its styles of music, dance, and visual art have gained 
renown throughout the world. Some unfortunate, but recent disruptions in Samoan 
history include the over 50-year period of subjugation by insurgent forces. Samoa 
experienced an extensive disruption from foreign influence and domination over 
this 62-year period of time.  Samoa gained its independence from Germany in 1914 
from a fourteen-year period of colonization and subjugation. However, Samoa was 
then immediately overtaken by New Zealand and did not gain its independence 
from New Zealand until 1962. This period of history led to real time cultural 
exchanges. “Schaafhausen” being the artist’s last name, bears the evidence of 
Germany’s presence in Samoa, generations from the actual occupation. Currently, 
Samoa is an independent state and a very popular tourist attraction due to its scenic 
attractions, beaches, and culture.  
In Samoan tradition and mythology, Tagaloa is a god – or more specifically, 
THE god. Traditionally, Tagaloa resided in space before the universe was created. 
The god then created the heavens and the earth, the trees, the sky, the land, the sea, 
and the people. According to culture and mythology, the beginning of time only 
consisted of the heavens, and the waters which covered the earth. Tagaloa is 
considered the supreme ruler, the creation god, and the god of the ocean, who 
made the islands, the sky and the seas. 
Ebbing Tagaloa is representation of examining humankind’s fundamental 
dependence on the ocean as a lifeforce. The installation comprises several 
sculptured figures of the Tagaloa, the Polynesian God of creation and, in turn, 
creator of the ocean. The artist states that the Tagaloa figure is recognizable to any 
Polynesian citizen - a reason she continues to use the form. The Figures are formed 
from coconut oil, koko Samoa, and found debris from beaches. Schaafhausen’s use of 
coconut oil as media is selected for particular reasons. Firstly, it has always been a 
part of her lived experience and is a signifier of Samoan culture. Secondly, solid 
coconut is easy to melt and solidify regarding the temperature surrounding. In a 
Podcast with The University of Auckland, Schaafhausen considers how coconut oil, in 
most places globally, is a solid white form. However, in the pacific islands, coconut 
oil is a clear liquid due to the warmer temperatures. The figures sit in the formation 
of Matai (Samoan chiefs); their gaze is toward each other, sharing a quiet exchange. 
Due to a change in tempeture, As the Tagaloa figures lose form they are reduced to 
pools of oil littered with both organic and manmade trash. Due to the rising sea 
levels, many islands in Oceania are facing harsh transformations. Ebbing Tagaloa is 
a powerful response to the realities of climate change, global warming and rising 
sea levels that increasingly threaten to disrupt the delicate balance of our oceans. 
Schaafhausen first created the figures and the exhibition in 2013 while studying for 
her Masters in Art. Since then people have requested she bring them all over the 
world: to Canada, Chile, New Zealand, and the Cook Islands and now to Australia. 
The use of the Tagaloa form, as well as coconut oil are used as signifiers of the 
artist’s ancestry and cultural identity. In “Cultural Identity and Diaspora”, Hall 
discusses the first way of examining one’s cultural identity being one’s shared 
culture – or the collective of one’s true self. Hall states, “our cultural identities reflect 
the common historical experiences and shared cultural codes which provide us, as 
‘one people,’ with stable, unchanging and continuous frames of reference and 
meaning, beneath the shifting divisions and vicissitudes of our actual history. In a 
way, Schaafhausen isn’t representing her own thoughts about the conditions 
surrounding global climate change, but she is representing her culture. 
Schaafhausen refers to Ebbing Tagaloa as her protest to global climate change 
through her art practice.  
Identity is not an accomplishable act, but something that we are constantly 
discovering through facets of culture, ancestry, and history. Schaafhausen’s 
discovery of a family dowry box inspired the second work that I would like to 
discuss. Schaafhausen’s dowry box has significant sentimental value - not only 
personally, but culturally. Contents of the dowry box included her mother's wedding 
dress, family christening gowns and many precious pieces of fabrics, including 
those collected by her grandmother and relatives during their overseas voyages. 
Schaafhausen was inspired by a desire to create garments and usable materials from 
this collection, rather than have the fabrics confined to a box. The artist says that she 
been teaching herself to sew; in the process becoming inspired to create art works 
that record the time between the memories contained within the box, and the new 
memories they will create when they become garments in their own right. 
Schaafhausen says ‘the art works have become my investigations into the purpose of 
thread, and how thread metaphorically connects me to the past and the future’ 
(Eventfinda, 2010). In “Cultural Identity and Diaspora”, Hall’s second examination of 
culture references cultural identity as a production throughout time. Hall states, 
“Cultural Identity, in this second sense, is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of 
‘being’. It belongs to the future as much as to the past. IT is not something which 
already exists, transcending place, time, history and culture. Cultural Identities 
come from somewhere, have histories.” By looking to the past and to ancestorial 
history, the artist sheds light on her own cultural identity.  
Hall refers to a “desire to return to our origins” which is something that I 
believe Schaafhausen exemplifies in her work. In a podcast interview with The 
University of Auckland, Schaafhausen refers a cultural disruption regarding her 
birthplace, Samoa, and her new home, New Zealand. She reflects on her lack of 
education regarding her culture and surrounding island cultures, as well as how she 
is perceived. Schaafhausen’s work regarding her culture and desire to return to 
origins is a beautiful example of how one’s culture is in direct conversation with their 
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